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This Town in Ukraine Is Deserted, Except 
for the Man With a Pet Panther and 
Leopard 


“| can’t live without them, and they can’t live without me either.” 
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GIRIKUMAR PATIL, AN INDIAN DOCTOR WHO LIVES AND WORKS IN UKRAINE'S DOMBAS REAGION, IS OPEN TO AN 
EVACUATION BACK TO INDIA, BUT ONLY IF HE GETS TO KEEP HIS "CHILDREN" PANTHER AND LEOPARD 


In the last two weeks, 40-year-old Girikumar Patil has settled into a new routine 


in the southeastern Ukrainian region of Donbas. Every morning at 8AM, when 
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Sabrina until the next morning, when he makes yet another trip to buy five kilos 


of meat. 


ADVERTISEMENT 


As Russia continues its invasion of Ukraine, Patil’s own 
town has now been completely deserted. He’s the only one 
left behind. 


In Donbas, which borders Russia, Russian soldiers were 
stationed even before the invasion, and Ukrainian forces 
have been clashing here with Russia-backed separatists 
since 2014, claiming over 14,000 lives. But after the 


invasion, Patil’s neighbours packed up and left. 
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“I will not leave without my kids,” Patil, an orthopaedic doctor, told VICE World 


News in a video interview as one of his “kids” paced in the background. Yasha is a 


20-month-old mix of a male amur leopard and a female black jaguar, and Sabrina 


is a six-month-old black panther. Their trio has been braving the crisis all by 


themselves. 
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GIRIKUMAR PATIL, THE 40-YEAR-OLD DOCTOR CURRENTLY IN UKRAINE, SAID HE'S ALWAYS DREAMED OF OWNING BIG 
CATS EVER SINCE HE WAS A KID. PHOTO: GIRIKUMAR PATIL 


“The situation is very dangerous. We're surrounded by Russians, and the security 
is getting worse. But I will be with them until my last breath? he said. 


Patil is originally from the southern Indian state of Andhra Pradesh, and came to 
Ukraine 15 years ago to get his medical degree. With over_1.45 million people 
having fled the country of 44 million people since the invasion started on Feb. 24, 
Patil is among the few choosing to stay back in Ukraine. As a foreign national, 
Patil is not required to stay on in the country and join the Ukrainian Ground 
Forces like local men. Hundreds of South Asians and other foreigners have fled 


the country in the last two weeks. 
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Amid the exodus, many people in Ukraine have been taking 


extraordinary measures to rescue pets and animals. Many News 

refused to leave until their pets could come with them, ae oe 

too. Ukraine to 
Fight This 
Hard, Western 

Even before the crisis, Patil has been documenting his life Officials Say 

on his four YouTube channels, one of which has over 16 RUBY LOTT-LAVIGNA 

million views. Through these, he gives daily updates on his a 


suddenly solitary life with his big cats. Ukrainian law allows 


keeping wild animals as pets as long as owners secure a 


government permit. 


Big Cats Short Story 


On his meat run on Monday, Patil said he was stopped by some soldiers. “They 
put guns to my chest and asked me to verify my identity. I was lucky to have 
come back home,’ he said. “I’m not sure who they were, but most probably they 


were Russians.” 
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leopard or a tiger in a cave, and I went there looking for them. That’s how much I 


loved them,” 


ADVERTISEMENT 


For now, Patil lives in his two-storey six-room house that 
has an enclosure of around 200 square metres. Yasha and 
Sabrina have one room each. When the curfew is lifted 
during the day, the three take a walk in the enclosure, while 
at other times, they visit a nearby forest where the animals 
run around and play. “I can't live without them, and they 


can’t live without me,” he said. 


Keeping the two wild cats is not cheap. “I’m a doctor and I 
run four YouTube channels. Yet, I spend all my income on 
them,” he said. “I’ve sold my belongings, like my cars, just so 


these two are taken care of” 
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DURING THE ONGOING CONFLICT IN UKRAINE, PATIL SAID HE WAITS FOR THE CURFEW TO LIFT AND TAKES THE TWO 
CATS OUT FOR A WALK IN THE ENCLOSURE AS WELL AS THE NEARBY FOREST. PHOTO: GIRIKUMAR PATIL 


So far, Pati says nobody has asked him to leave. Over the weekend, he made 
appeals to the Indian government through various Indian news outlets to 
evacuate him - but only if he can bring the two animals with him. Indian law 


prohibits private ownership of big cats without a certificate of ownership, which 


have only been granted to zoos. He couldn't leave the two in the forest either 
because he fears “hunters or poachers will hunt them down in a matter of hours.’ 
The closest zoo from him right now is hundreds of miles away, so bringing Yasha 


and Sabrina there is out of the question, he added. 
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